


2 . Higorical Back ground

Beforeoutliningthe planning assumptions and policiesin the areas of land
use, housing, transportation, economic devel opment, open space, and urban design,
abroader perspectiveis presented. Much of what the City encouraged in the 1980s
as devel opment and planning policy was an outgrowth of decisions made and efforts
undertaken in the decade before. Those efforts in turn were initiated in response to
the lessons learned in the decade before that. Some historicd perspective heps to
explan how the City evolved itsset of planning assumptionsand how thepolicies
that grew out of those assumptions can be profitably dtered to servethe city better
in the decades tha lie ahead.

Thelae 1950s and 1960s are important to consider because much of what
transpired in subsequent decades, and what is occurring even today, is inresponse to
actions taken and policies established in those decades. Each subsequent decade
assumed a definable character that, when revisited, hd ps illuminate the circumstances
that shape our decisions today. Ineach decade, the changes in the demographic
character of the city's popul aion, in the evolution of its economic base, inthe
changing character of land use, housing, and theinstitutions and inthe evolving
modes of transportation can be traced and ther impact on today's policy dscussions
understood.

This sketch of Old Cambridge (1745)
shows theoriginsof the familiar

dree patemn of Havard Square.
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The 19508 and the 19608- Trending Downward

Indicators of Decline
As we look forward from these decades, and particularly from 1960 onward, the future of the City of

Cambridge did not look nearly as secure as it might from our vantage point in 1993. The city's population
peaked in 1950 and each succeeding census would record a further decline. That decline reflected the
national trend to suburbanization of the urban popu ations of the older central cities after World War 1l and
the declining size of the family in later decades, compounded in Cambridge by the special

influence of the large educational institutions and their distinctive populations. While young families and
the financially upwardly mobile moved to the suburbs a parallel trend was clearly evident: the wholesale
flight of the economic base of the city as the old industries that filled the brick factories of Kendall Square
and Cambridgeport left Cambridge for distant suburbs, or for different regions of the country. The loss of
Lever Brothersin Kendall Square was a hallmark; later Simplex Wire and Cable Company abandoned
Cambridgeport. The former has been replaced by Technology Square, the paradigm for what would later
prove to be the new Cambridge economy. The vacant Simplex Wire siteis only now beginning to be
occupied with what may prove to be the economic engine of the 1990s: biotechnology and other rarefied
forms of research and manufacturing. Major employment sectors were being lost but it was not clear in
these early decades what would replace them, either as job providers or taxpayers. Furthermore, those
enterprises which remained in Cambridge found it difficult to thrive given tight capital and financing
constraints. At the time the only growth industry was the education of other peopl€'s children at the two

major institutions of higher learning, Harvard and MIT.
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Theflight of its young and progperous popul &ion and the loss of the mgj or €l ements of the

oldindustrial economi c base had seriousii

mplications finand ally for the Gity. Fromthe

pergoective of the recent past it is easy to forget how precarious the financing of local

government had bemmein the 19605 and

19705 and that two-thirds of the burden of financing

City serviceswas bornby theres dential segment of the city's tax base.

Redevel opment asa Solution

It i's not surprising then tha in thosedecades the dty andits phydcal fabric werevieved as

antiquated andin need of renewal . The dense res dentia neighborhoods which are 0 vd ued

today werethen vieved as cramped anachroni sirs. Theintricateweave of narrow stregslooked

very claustrophobicin anew age wherethe autonobilewas ganing ascendancy.
It is no surprise d@ther tha the decadeof the 19605 saw the esablishment of the Cambridge
Redevd opment A uthority. Thevis on of the decadewas expressed explidatly in severa

doauments published by theA uthority and its predecessor agend es, onelamentingthe

hopel esdy outdated charadter ofthecity's

tripledecker nd ghborhoods and the vitd needto

renew -thatis demolish -them Another envis onedthe day when the center of Harvard Square

wouldbeflanked by office towers in the nold of the now emerging Kendall Square. Their early

efforts, asillustraed by theresdentia bui

Iding at 221 Mt. Aubum Street, pronoted the vig on of

oldneighborhoods replaced by anew contenporary development pattern of more efficient land

usein large buildings gecifically designed to accommodate the automobil e.

envisioned a dramatically transformed Square,

I'n 1968, the Cambridge Redevelopnent Authority ﬁ-;): ~ -

including four high-rise towers. Harvard Yard isin

the foreground.
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Thisimage from the 1955 Cambridge Capital
Improvement Program illustrates a different
attitude toward the automobile than we have
today.

Zoning Amendments
Refl ecting thenew redlity as wdl was the Zoning Ordinance adopted in 1960. It, and many

subsequent changes to thedoaument through the 1960s and much of the 1970s, refl ected the
prevaling notiontha higher densities were desireble as an incentiveto redevelopthe ol der
neighborhoods through private renewval and, in part, to accommodate the expans onist vigor
evident at lesst in the city's two mgj or i nsti tuti onsof higherlearning. These were the decades
when new programs were being devel oped at the naiond levd to help inner cities overcometheir
new found obsol escence, through urban renewal , housing subsidies, and modd cities. Subgtantid
portionsof A gassi z, Mid-Carrbri dge and Camrbridgeport were rezoned to increase s gnifi cantly
the all owed density of devd opment, to alevel aliento theseneighborhoods as they then existed.
Harvard Street between Harvard and Central Sjuares i ssprinkled withthe brick produds of tha
vigon;large, bloky, apartment buil di ngs repl acing one or more wood frame homes and skirted
by orperched upon an ample supply of parking. Some of the highest and densest housing inthese
years enpl oyed one or other of the severd housing subsidy prograns avail ebleto gemtheflow of
peopleout ofinner cities.

Rise of the Automobile

Oneoftheprind pd agents of the changing patterns of development in the 1960s, the autonobil e,
was receivingits due. While we troubl eourselves today with thegrowing pressof cars on all daty
streds, it i's essy to forget that ad xlane expressway {theinnerbdt) was proposed to march down
Brookline Stred in Cambridgeport, cross Massachusets Avenue & Centrd Square andboreits
way through the Area Four and Wellington-Harti ngton ne ghborhoodsin aheadlong rush to join
thesmilarly configured Route Two extension. That extens on wasto coursethrough North

The Belt Fxpressway, if built omn the route of Brookline
Street, would act as a buffer between residential and
industrial districts. %ee C7-6, next pare.
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Cambridge, dong wha isnow theman commuter rail line out of Porter Square, and meet
the inner bet in agrand interchange in Somerville. Smultaneously, the Meropolitan
Transit Authority (now known as theMBT A) was slipping into dedline,

The 19708 -I ndpient Revival

TheHighriseas Exemplar

Theformer Commonweal th Energy building at 669 MassachusettsAvenuein Central Square
was the commercial development vision for Cambridgein the 1960s and early 1970s. At the
extreme, Rindge Towers, or more benignly 295 Harvard Sreet, or the several elderly housing
towers congrudedthroughout the dty, reflected thehoud ng vision for tha same period. It is
this vison tha formed the redevd opment plan for Kendall Squarewhich is d owly emerging
into reality at Cambridge Center today. Itis a visiontha could be easily accommodated in
many of the zoning districts esteblished or continued inthe 1960 zoning ordinancerevision.
FromNorth Point on the esstely edge of the city to the tip of Canbridgeport at the Cottage
FarmBridge, an unbroken bandof Industry B zoning permitted conmercial devd opment of
almost any kind with few condraints, andno hdghtlimt. Central, Havard, Porter, Inman and
Trolley Squares weredmilarly unregulated at the same high dendty except that indugtrid uses
generdly werenot permitted. Similarly permissive zoning could beidertified in many
residentid neighborhoods of the city aswdl. Despitetha permisdve zoning and some new

commercia devel opment, as at Technology Square, the economic vulnerability of the

city continued to deepen. No d ear successor to theold industrial economy was on thehorizon.

The Revival Strategy
TheKendd| Sjuarereneval arearemained vacant. Theindudrid areas in East Carbridge, Alewife, and Cambridgeport
continued todeteriorae as margind uses began ocaupyingthe gpacel eft by the departing indugtries.

Intha depressed economic environment, the City began to search for adraegy to revitalize its
economy and secure atax base to easethe burden on city homeowners and san the decline of the
city'sfinancial health. The grategy chosen was to make comprehensive plans for selected declining
indugtrial areasto atradt those activitiestha could find an inne city locaion acceptable. It was also
hoped tha acomprehensive planning effort would make it possible to secure some of the growing
array of subsidy and economic incentive programs developed by the federal government to help
ailing local communitiesrevitalizetheir economies.
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Most peopl e were unaware thatthere was a Lechmere
Canal in the 19705, when itwas a derelict body of water
surrounded by parking lots and for mer industrial uses.

Eagt Canbridge and Alewife were initidly chosen for those plaaning efforts, in part

because thepaotentid side effects of the proposed new development could be contained
most easily with thelesst dismuption to resdential neighborhoods. In thelatter years of
the decade, the Gty produced two plan and policy doaurments for those repective aress,
in 1978 for East Cambridge and in 1979 for Alewife. As aconpanion to those planning
efforts, the City adopted thefirg significant downzoning of an anachronistic Industry B
area, reducing the density of permitted development and ingituting many deailed
contral s by whicdh the Gty could shgpe thediredion of any privae development in the
study aress. It isinpart arefl ection of the gateof the city and regiond econony even as
late as1978 that such asignificant reduction in devd opment potential was accepted by
property ownerswith only nodest protest.

Residential Revival -Further Rezoning
Earlier and perhgps | essdrametically, ather changes were ocaurringin the city's

residentid neighborhoods. Peopl e were beginning to come back to Cambridgeto live
these were not exactly the samefamilies who left inthe 1950s and 1960s, and these
newmers viewel the old né ghborhoods and commercial centerswith amore
approving eye. The "1960s" versions of development were vieved with disdain and,
beginning after m d-decade, agrowingtrend can be deected in therecord of citizen
sponsored, and attimes City ponsored, rezoning pditions reversing, areaby area, the
incressed dendty and devd opment potential of thelandmerk zoning revis on adopted a
decade earlier in 1960.
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The establishment of rent contrd in Cambridgein 1969 ill ustraesthe conpl exity of the
demographi ¢ trends shaping thefuture city .Adoptedin reponseto low vacancy rates and
spiraling rents throughout the 1960s, it is d ear tha the city and its housing sodk was not
being abandoned; raher the suburban working and mdd e cl ass families were be ng repl aced
by others formi ng adifferent kind of household, of singl e persons and unrelaedindividuds,
frequently assod ated with the educaion indugtry growing so dramaticdly in Cambridge and
Boston. Two-thirds of the rental hous ng stock, about twenty thousand (20,000) units, were
initially affected by the adoption of rent contral .

In 1973 commercial Inman Square was rezoned; urtil that dateit waspermissble, if
physically unlikdy, to congrud a 669 Massachusetts A venue buil ding in tha ne ghborhood
square. In 1973 and 1974 substantial portionsofthe Agass z neighborhood were downzoned;
Mid-Cambridge fol lowed quidkly in1975 with reductions in dendty al ong Broadway and
Harvard Street. In rgpid success on other mgj or downzonings were adopted: Porter Sjuarein
1977, lower res dential Cambridgeport inthe sameyear, large areasof industrial and
residentid North Canbridgein 1978, most of theindustrial portions of East Canmbridgein
thesameyear. In 1979the Havard Square Overlay Didrid was aloptel, establishing he ght
limtstherefor thefirg time.

The Harvard Sguare Owerlay District was
refined in 1986 to recognize the special
characteristics of six subdistricts and to
encourage historic preservation.

Higorical Baclkground
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New Transportation Directions

Early on, the decade began to bear the fruitsof the growing opposition to major
metropalitan highway congrudion, planned as far back as 1948 and advancing strongly in
the 1960s. Protes throughout the region pronpted astete moratoriumon limited access
highway congrudionwithin Route128in1969; in1972, after several years of study the
inner belt and the Route Two extension into Canrbridge fromAlewifewereofficially
deleed fromthe statés regional transportaion plan. In acompanion action, the Stae
committed itselfto mgjor extensions of the MBT A trandt systemincluding oneonthe
Red LinefromHarvard Squareto Adington. The perennia problemofcommercia traffic
on the greets of Rivers de and East Canbridge, andthe boomin commercia devd opment
in Havard Square, Alewife, and to alesser extent Porter Sjuare, keenly felt in the 1980s,
have bean influenced inpart by the transportaiondecisons medein theealy years of the
decade before.

Trendsinto the 1980's -The New Prosperity

By the end of the 1970s anunber of trendswere clearly discemible. A gahering

mo mentumwould propel those trends head onginto the next decade, acconpanied by an
unprecedented levd of regional prasperity. The 1980swould highlight the complexity of
managing and ba ancing the conseguences of an exceptiondly high levd of economic
activity in the private iommercial econorny. The decadewould also bring with it many
extraordinary opportunities to enhance the public realmthat only progperity, and the
levergge andincomethat flow fromit, meke possible.

Neighborhood Protection

One of the nmost significant trends was the expandi ng effort to proted all existing
residentid neighborhoods in the dty such that theirphyd cal fabric would bestéabilized and
exi sting hous ng stodk preserved; new devd opment was intendedto bepermitted only &
prevdling densities. The early downzonings in severd ne ghborhoods hase been noted.
Similar rezoningsin more areas and with greaer refinement continued throughout the
1980s. Thefirst townhouse ordinance, in 1976, and subsequent refinementsin 1979 and
1989 were adopted precisely to encouragesmal l-scd ed, new devd opment cormpatible with
exi sting neighborhood devd opment patterns. The speda authority sought by Canbridge
and granted by thelegidaturein 1979 to control ingitutiond uses was notivated by the
same objective prevention of whol esal e disruption, if not destruaion, of residentid
neighborhoods by the expansion of i nstituti onal uses intothem The Institutiond Use
Regul ati ons amendment to the Zoning Ordinance, adoptedin 1981, implementedthe
authori zati on grantedin 1979. Adoption of the Denolition Ordinancein 1979 and of the
Mid-Canbridge and Hdf Crown Conservation Districts in 1985 and 1984 regpectivdy are
elements of tha same effort.

20 Higorical Background



Commerdid Densities Reduced
A second trend was the genera redudion in the density of development alowed in the

commercial and industria aress of the city. As noted above, the redudions adopted in East
Canbridge and Alewifewerein furtheranceof policy and urban design plans published by the
City. Similar enalyses would lead to redudions along northem Massachusets Avenue and
upper Cambridgeport and in Centrd Squarein the 19805. The process continued intothe 19905
with an extensve gudy and rezoning in lower Canbridgeport, a second look at East
Canbridge, and alook at the futureof Alewife.

e, RESIdENtil CONStruction activity was
i=——— commonplace throughout the city in the 19805.
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The CanbridgeSide Gdleria at the heart of the Riverfront was revieved exten-
sively by the community over severd years; the cd |l eboraive venturewith the City
i'srecognized as anational model for harmoniang good public and private desgn.
In addition, the devd oper participated in the cregion of Charles Pak and helps
meintain the public park system; the shuttle bus program helps dleviae traffic

congegtion; and significant jobs and taxes benefit the community.
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Protecting thePublic Interest

A thirdtrend inthe area of |land use regul &ion was the continually expanding role
ofthe publicin reviening and shaping privatedevd opment inthe city. With the
establishment of anew planned unit devd opment procedurein 1977 and the
adoption of aparallel reguirement for townhouse and nultifamily hous ng about
the sametime, the City and its citizens have had an increas ng opportunity to
revien and shgpe new devd opment in Canbridge. That trend has accel erated and
deepened throughout the decade with more and more development requiring
speda permit goprovd. Sinceisuingitsfirst Planned Unit Devd opment Specid
Permit in September of 1979, the Planning Board alonehas cond dered atotal of
ni nety-one applicaions for development gprovd, ranging inscalefromthe
waiver of the signlimitaion regul aions on Alewife Brook Parkway to the request
for approvd of a1,000000 square foot retdl, offi ce, and hous ng mixed-use
devd opment in Eag Cambridge. Littl e more than adecade ego, each of those
speda permit projects could have been congtruded without any publicprocess
and with little publicor community opportunity to we gh the merits and demerits
associ aed with the proposal, to seaure necessary public benefits, andto reverse
the courseof atruly harmful scheme.
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